160           MAN'S PLACE IN THE UNIVERSE
or might in some places be only a few yards wide and in others stretch out for miles, so there have been many opinions as to
-  •                              the width of the Milky Way in the direction of its plane, that
is, in the direction in which we look towards it.    Lately, however, as the result of long-continued observation and study, \t                               astronomers are fairly well agreed as to its general form and
extent, as will be seen by the following statements of fact and reasoning.
Miss Clerke, after giving the various views of many astronomers—and as the historian of modern astronomy her opinion has much weight—considers that the most probable
;jk j                  1
i^f      i«                                      view of it is, that it is really very much what it seems to us—
j   j.                                       an immense ring with streaming appendages extending from the
i     \                                       main body in all directions, producing the very complex effect
we see. The belief seems to be now spreading that the whole universe of stars is spherical or spheroidal, the Milky Way
: ,                                being its equator, and therefore in all probability circular or
•   v                              nearly so in plan; and it is also held that it must be rotating—
;                                  perhaps very slowly—as nothing else can be supposed to have
led to the formation of such a vast ring, or can preserve it when formed.
;   ,                                  Professor Newcomb considers, from the numbers of the stars
in all directions towards the Milky Way being approximately equal, that there cannot be much difference in our distance from it in various directions. It would follow that its plan is ap-
;                                  proximately  circular  or broadly elliptic.     The  existence of
ring-nebulae may be held to render such a form probable.
Sir Norman Lockyer gives facts which tend in the same             seems certain proof that very faint stars do not exist in that
